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ABSTRACT

Child marriage continues to pose significant social, legal, and developmental challenges in
Indonesia, particularly in rural areas where cultural traditions, economic pressures, and
limited educational opportunities influence marriage practices. This study examines the
effectiveness of child marriage prevention policies in rural Indonesia through a sociolegal
analysis that explores the interaction between legal norms and social realities. Using a
qualitative sociolegal methodology, the research analyzes legislative reforms, government
programs, and community responses aimed at reducing child marriage prevalence. The
findings indicate that legal reforms raising the minimum age of marriage have strengthened
the normative framework for child protection. However, implementation challenges persist
due to deeply rooted cultural values, religious interpretations, poverty, and limited
institutional capacity. The study reveals that legal regulation alone is insufficient to prevent
child marriage when social and economic factors continue to encourage early marriage
practices. Community engagement, educational initiatives, and economic empowerment
programs play a crucial role in supporting policy effectiveness. Furthermore, collaboration
among government agencies, religious leaders, educational institutions, and civil society
organizations enhances the legitimacy and acceptance of prevention measures. The research
argues that sociolegal approaches provide a more comprehensive understanding of child
marriage by recognizing the dynamic relationship between law and social behavior. The
study concludes that sustainable reductions in child marriage require integrated strategies
that combine legal enforcement with social transformation and community-based
interventions. These findings contribute to policy discussions concerning child protection,
gender equality, and legal development in rural Indonesia.
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L. INTRODUCTION

Child marriage remains a significant social, legal, and developmental challenge in
many parts of the world, particularly in societies where cultural expectations,
economic vulnerability, and gender inequalities influence decisions regarding
marriage practices. Although international human rights frameworks increasingly
recognize child marriage as a violation of children’s rights, its persistence
demonstrates that legal prohibition alone is insufficient to transform deeply
embedded social practices. Scholars have emphasized that child marriage is not
merely an individual or family decision but a complex social phenomenon shaped
by institutional structures, gender relations, economic conditions, and community
norms (Nour 2009; Kidman 2017). Consequently, effective prevention strategies
require approaches that examine the interaction between formal legal systems and
the social environments in which marriage practices are produced and maintained.

Indonesia represents an important context for examining the relationship
between law and social practices concerning child marriage. As a country
characterized by significant cultural, religious, and regional diversity, Indonesia
experiences different patterns of marriage practices across communities. Rural
areas often face particular challenges because social norms, economic limitations,
geographical isolation, and unequal access to education influence family decisions
regarding early marriage. Research has consistently demonstrated that child
marriage is strongly associated with poverty, limited educational opportunities,
gender inequality, and restricted access to reproductive health information and
services (Wodon et al. 2017; Marphatia et al. 2017). These factors suggest that
child marriage prevention requires interventions extending beyond legal regulation
toward broader social and institutional transformation.

In response to concerns regarding child protection and gender equality,
Indonesia has undertaken significant legal reforms concerning the minimum age of
marriage. The amendment of the Marriage Law increased the minimum marriage
age for women from sixteen to nineteen years, creating greater alignment between
national law and international child protection standards. This reform represents an
important normative development because it strengthens recognition of children’s
rights and establishes a clearer legal framework for preventing marriage involving
minors. However, sociolegal scholarship suggests that legal reform does not
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automatically produce social change because the effectiveness of law depends on
institutional implementation, public acceptance, and compatibility with existing
social norms (Cotterrell 1992; Merry 2006).

The persistence of child marriage after legal reform demonstrates the
importance of examining the gap between legal norms and social realities. In many
rural communities, marriage decisions are influenced by considerations that extend
beyond legal requirements, including family honor, economic survival, religious
expectations, concerns regarding adolescent relationships, and perceptions of
social security. Families may view early marriage as a strategy to reduce economic
burdens or protect daughters’ social reputation. These motivations reveal that child
marriage operates within broader systems of meaning and social organization
rather than simply reflecting individual violations of legal rules (Mensch, Singh,
and Casterline 2005; Malhotra et al. 2011).

From a sociolegal perspective, law should be understood not only as a formal
system of rules but also as a social institution embedded within cultural practices
and power relations. Sociolegal scholars have long argued that legal effectiveness
depends upon the interaction between legal authority and social legitimacy. Rules
that conflict with prevailing social expectations may experience limited
compliance unless supported by institutional capacity and social transformation
(Ewick and Silbey 1998; Banakar and Travers 2005). This perspective is
particularly relevant for child marriage prevention because the success of legal
prohibition depends heavily on whether communities recognize and internalize the
protective purpose of the law.

Gender inequality represents another central dimension of child marriage.
Research indicates that early marriage disproportionately affects girls because it
limits educational opportunities, reduces economic independence, increases
exposure to health risks, and reinforces unequal gender relations within families
and communities (Raj 2010; John et al. 2019). In rural contexts, where girls may
already experience limited access to secondary education and employment
opportunities, marriage can become perceived as one of the few socially acceptable
pathways available to them. Therefore, preventing child marriage requires not only
legal protection but also strategies that expand girls’ agency and challenge social
structures that normalize gender inequality.

Education has consistently been identified as one of the most effective
mechanisms for reducing child marriage prevalence. Studies across different
developing contexts demonstrate that girls who remain in school longer are
significantly less likely to marry at an early age because education increases
knowledge, economic opportunities, and decision-making capacity (Psaki et al.
2021; Wodon et al. 2017). However, educational interventions must be supported
by broader social and economic policies because school participation is influenced
by household poverty, transportation barriers, gender expectations, and community
attitudes toward girls’ education. In this sense, child marriage prevention requires
coordinated approaches that address both individual capabilities and structural
constraints.

Religious and cultural institutions also play an important role in shaping
community responses to child marriage prevention policies in Indonesia. Religious
leaders, local authorities, and community organizations often influence perceptions
regarding appropriate marriage practices and family responsibilities. While
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religious interpretations may sometimes be invoked to justify early marriage,
religious institutions can also become important partners in promoting child
protection and gender equality. Recent studies emphasize that sustainable social
change often requires engagement with local moral authorities and community
leaders because they possess significant influence in shaping social acceptance of
legal reforms (Marshall and Taylor 2015; Arifin 2020).

Existing research on child marriage in Indonesia has examined various
dimensions, including demographic patterns, health consequences, gender
inequality, and legal regulation. However, comparatively limited attention has been
given to how child marriage prevention policies operate within rural social contexts
and how communities negotiate the relationship between formal legal reforms and
existing social norms. This gap is significant because policy effectiveness cannot
be evaluated solely through legislative change or statistical reduction in marriage
rates; it must also consider how legal norms are interpreted, accepted, resisted, or
transformed within everyday community life.

Accordingly, this study examines child marriage prevention policies in rural
Indonesia through a sociolegal perspective. It addresses three main questions: (1)
how legal reforms shape the normative framework for child marriage prevention;
(2) what social and institutional factors limit the implementation of prevention
policies in rural communities; and (3) what strategies can strengthen the
effectiveness and legitimacy of child marriage prevention efforts. Rather than
viewing child marriage solely as a legal violation, this study argues that it should
be understood as a sociolegal phenomenon produced through the interaction of law,
culture, economic conditions, and gender relations.

Methodologically, this research employs qualitative sociolegal analysis by
examining legislation, policy frameworks, academic studies, and research on child
marriage practices in rural Indonesia. The analysis focuses on the relationship
between formal child protection norms and the social realities influencing marriage
decisions at the community level. Through this approach, the study contributes to
broader debates on legal reform, gender justice, and social transformation by
demonstrating that sustainable prevention requires integration between legal
enforcement, community engagement, education, and economic empowerment.

I1. CHILD MARRIAGE AS A SOCIOLEGAL
PHENOMENON IN RURAL INDONESIA

Child marriage in rural Indonesia should be understood as a sociolegal
phenomenon emerging from the interaction between formal legal systems and
deeply embedded social structures. While national legislation increasingly frames
marriage involving children as a violation of child protection principles,
community practices surrounding marriage are influenced by broader social
expectations regarding family responsibility, gender roles, economic security, and
cultural legitimacy. A sociolegal perspective allows child marriage to be examined
beyond the question of whether communities comply with legal rules by
investigating how social actors interpret, negotiate, and sometimes resist legal
norms within everyday life (Ewick and Silbey 1998; Merry 2006). This approach
is particularly relevant in rural contexts where social relationships and community
institutions often play a significant role in shaping individual and family decisions.
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2.1 Social Construction of Child Marriage

Child marriage is not merely the result of individual choices but is often
produced through social constructions of childhood, adulthood, gender, and family
obligations. In many communities, marriage functions as a social institution that
regulates relationships between families, establishes economic security, and
reinforces community expectations. Consequently, decisions regarding marriage
timing are frequently influenced by collective considerations rather than only by
the preferences of the individuals involved. Scholars have emphasized that child
marriage persists because it is embedded within systems of social meaning where
early marriage may be perceived as appropriate, protective, or economically
rational under certain circumstances (Malhotra et al. 2011; Kidman 2017).

In rural Indonesian communities, marriage may carry important symbolic
meanings related to family honor, social status, and religious identity. Families may
perceive marriage as a mechanism for ensuring social stability or protecting
daughters from perceived moral risks associated with adolescence. These
perceptions demonstrate that child marriage cannot be addressed effectively
through legal prohibition alone because the practice is connected to community
beliefs regarding appropriate life transitions and gender expectations. As Merry
(2006) argues, human rights norms often undergo processes of translation when
introduced into local contexts, requiring negotiation between universal legal
principles and locally meaningful interpretations.

The social construction of child marriage is also closely connected to
perceptions of gender roles. In many patriarchal social environments, girls are often
expected to prioritize domestic responsibilities, family obligations, and
reproductive roles rather than educational and economic development. Early
marriage may therefore be understood as consistent with prevailing expectations
regarding femininity and adulthood. Gender scholars argue that child marriage both
reflects and reinforces unequal gender relations by limiting girls’ autonomy and
reducing their opportunities for participation in education, employment, and public
decision-making (Raj 2010; John et al. 2019). Thus, child marriage prevention
requires not only changing marriage practices but also transforming broader
assumptions about the social value and capabilities of girls.

Religious interpretations also influence how communities understand
marriage and appropriate marriage age. In Indonesia, where religious institutions
maintain significant social authority, religious perspectives can shape community
acceptance or rejection of child marriage prevention policies. However, religious
influence should not be understood as inherently supportive of early marriage.
Studies have shown that religious communities often contain diverse
interpretations regarding marriage, childhood, responsibility, and gender relations
(Marshall and Taylor 2015). Therefore, engaging religious leaders and institutions
in child marriage prevention can be an important strategy for developing locally
legitimate approaches to child protection.

The role of family decision-making is another important factor in
understanding child marriage. In many rural settings, marriage decisions are
strongly influenced by parents or extended family members who consider
economic conditions, social reputation, and future security. Research indicates that
adolescents often have limited bargaining power within household decision-
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making processes, particularly when economic dependence and gender hierarchies
shape family relationships (Bhan et al. 2019). This suggests that interventions
focusing only on adolescents may have limited effectiveness if broader family and
community structures supporting early marriage remain unchanged.

From a sociolegal perspective, these social constructions reveal the
limitations of approaches that view law as an external force capable of
automatically transforming behavior. Legal rules operate within social
environments where individuals interpret and apply legal meanings according to
existing cultural frameworks. The effectiveness of child marriage prevention laws
therefore depends on the extent to which legal norms become socially accepted and
integrated into community understandings of childhood, gender equality, and
family responsibility (Cotterrell 1992; Merry 2006). This relationship between law
and social meaning explains why legal reforms require complementary strategies
involving education, community engagement, and institutional support.

2.2 Structural Factors Behind Child Marriage

Although cultural explanations are frequently associated with child marriage,
research demonstrates that structural factors significantly influence the persistence
of early marriage practices. Poverty, educational inequality, limited employment
opportunities, and inadequate access to social services create conditions in which
families may perceive child marriage as a practical response to economic
uncertainty. Therefore, child marriage should not be interpreted solely as a cultural
practice but also as a consequence of structural inequalities affecting rural
communities (Wodon et al. 2017; Marphatia et al. 2017).

Economic vulnerability represents one of the strongest predictors of child
marriage. Families experiencing financial hardship may consider early marriage as
a means of reducing household expenses or securing economic support through
marital arrangements. In some contexts, daughters’ marriages are viewed as
providing economic stability for both families and children themselves, particularly
where educational and employment opportunities are limited. However, research
indicates that early marriage often reproduces cycles of poverty by restricting girls’
education, reducing future income opportunities, and increasing dependence on
spouses or extended families (Wodon et al. 2017; Psaki et al. 2021). Thus, child
marriage functions both as a response to poverty and as a mechanism that
perpetuates socioeconomic inequality.

Educational inequality is another critical factor influencing child marriage in
rural areas. Access to quality secondary education remains uneven in many regions,
and girls may face barriers including distance to schools, transportation costs,
household responsibilities, and social expectations discouraging continued
education. Studies consistently demonstrate that education is among the most
significant protective factors against child marriage because schooling increases
girls’ knowledge, aspirations, social networks, and economic opportunities (Psaki
et al. 2021; Baird et al. 2019). Consequently, preventing child marriage requires
policies that ensure not only school access but also supportive environments that
enable girls to remain in education.

Healthcare access, particularly reproductive health information and
adolescent-friendly services, also influences child marriage practices. Limited
access to accurate information regarding sexual and reproductive health may
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contribute to community concerns about adolescent relationships and pregnancy,
which in some cases encourage families to arrange early marriages. Research in
developing countries demonstrates that comprehensive reproductive health
education and services can contribute to delayed marriage by increasing
adolescents’ knowledge and decision-making capacity (Marphatia et al. 2017).
This highlights the interconnected nature of child marriage prevention, health
policy, and gender empowerment.

Rural marginalization further shapes the vulnerability of communities to child
marriage. Geographic isolation, limited administrative capacity, and unequal
access to government programs may reduce the effectiveness of national
prevention policies at the local level. Although Indonesia has established legal and
policy frameworks addressing child marriage, implementation varies across
regions depending on institutional resources, local leadership, and community
engagement. Sociolegal analysis emphasizes that legal effectiveness is shaped by
institutional capacity and the ability of local actors to translate national norms into
meaningful practices (Bedner 2010; Banakar and Travers 2005).

The interaction between poverty, education, gender inequality, and
institutional limitations demonstrates that child marriage is a multidimensional
phenomenon. Legal reforms addressing minimum marriage age are necessary but
cannot independently resolve the social conditions that encourage early marriage.
A comprehensive prevention strategy requires simultaneous interventions
addressing structural inequalities, strengthening community awareness, and
expanding opportunities for girls. This understanding supports a sociolegal
approach that views law as one component within a broader process of social
transformation rather than as an isolated mechanism of behavioral control.

III. LEGAL FRAMEWORK AND POLICY RESPONSES TO
CHILD MARRIAGE PREVENTION IN INDONESIA

Legal reform has become one of the primary strategies adopted by Indonesia to
address child marriage. Through amendments to marriage legislation, the
government has attempted to strengthen child protection standards and align
domestic law with international human rights principles. However, sociolegal
analysis demonstrates that legal transformation is a complex process because
formal changes in legislation do not automatically eliminate social practices
supported by cultural expectations, economic pressures, and institutional
limitations. The effectiveness of child marriage prevention policies therefore
depends on the interaction between legal norms, state institutions, and community
responses.

3.1 Reforming Marriage Age Regulation in Indonesia

The reform of Indonesia’s marriage age regulation represents a significant
development in the country’s child protection framework. Prior to legislative
amendment, the minimum marriage age provisions under the Marriage Law
allowed girls to marry at an age that was inconsistent with broader child protection
standards. This situation generated criticism from human rights organizations,
scholars, and civil society groups because early marriage was associated with
negative consequences for education, health, and gender equality (Raj 2010;

Available online at https://inleads.id/publications/index.php/1JSLD


https://inleads.id/publications/index.php/IJSLD

108 = THE INDONESIAN JOURNAL OF 1(1) 2026

Wodon et al. 2017). The amendment of the Marriage Law, which established
nineteen years as the minimum marriage age for both men and women, marked a
normative shift toward stronger recognition of children’s rights and gender
equality.

From a legal perspective, raising the minimum marriage age represents a
movement from a permissive regulatory framework toward a protective model of
child welfare. This transformation reflects the influence of international human
rights norms, particularly principles contained in the Convention on the Rights of
the Child (CRC), which defines childhood as a period requiring special protection
and development opportunities. International scholarship emphasizes that
minimum-age legislation is an important policy instrument because it establishes
state responsibility in preventing practices that may harm children’s rights (Unicef
2021; John et al. 2019). However, legal scholars also caution that age-based
prohibition alone cannot address the social conditions that produce child marriage.

The sociolegal significance of legal reform lies in its ability to redefine social
expectations regarding childhood and marriage. Law does not merely regulate
behavior; it also communicates social values and establishes institutional
commitments. By increasing the minimum marriage age, Indonesian law sends a
message that childhood should be associated with education, development, and
protection rather than marital responsibility. Similar research on legal change
demonstrates that legislation can contribute to social transformation when
combined with institutional enforcement and broader changes in public
consciousness (Merry 2006; Marshall and Taylor 2015).

Nevertheless, legal reform also encounters challenges arising from the plural
nature of Indonesian society. Marriage practices are influenced by diverse cultural
traditions, religious interpretations, and local social structures. In some
communities, legal restrictions on child marriage may be perceived as conflicting
with established beliefs regarding family authority, adolescent relationships, or
religious responsibility. Sociolegal studies emphasize that the legitimacy of law
depends significantly on how communities interpret and incorporate legal norms
into their existing systems of meaning (Ewick and Silbey 1998; Merry 2006).
Therefore, successful implementation requires not only enforcement but also social
engagement and legal awareness.

The relationship between state law and religious norms represents a
particularly important issue in Indonesia. Marriage is not only a civil institution but
also a religious and social practice. As a result, child marriage prevention policies
require dialogue with religious institutions and community leaders who influence
local perceptions of marriage legitimacy. Studies on legal reform in Muslim
societies indicate that sustainable change often emerges when protective
interpretations of religious principles are developed alongside state regulation
rather than through confrontation between legal authority and religious identity
(Marshall and Taylor 2015). This suggests that religious engagement can become
a mechanism for strengthening, rather than weakening, child protection objectives.

Legal reform also reflects broader commitments to gender equality. Previous
marriage regulations that established different marriage ages for males and females
reflected assumptions regarding gender roles and maturity. The movement toward
equal marriage age requirements represents an important recognition that girls and
boys should receive equivalent protection and developmental opportunities.
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Gender scholars argue that eliminating discriminatory legal provisions is an
essential step toward challenging structures that limit women’s autonomy and
reinforce unequal social expectations (Raj 2010; John et al. 2019).

However, the normative strength of legal reform depends on the capacity of
institutions to implement and enforce it. Laws addressing child marriage require
coordination among courts, local governments, educational institutions, health
services, and community organizations. Without adequate institutional capacity,
legal provisions may remain symbolic rather than transformative. This reflects a
central sociolegal insight: law achieves effectiveness not simply through formal
validity but through the social and institutional mechanisms that support
compliance and implementation (Cotterrell 1992; Bedner 2010).

3.2 Implementation Challenges of Legal Prevention Policies

Despite significant legal progress, the implementation of child marriage
prevention policies in Indonesia continues to face substantial challenges. The
persistence of child marriage demonstrates that legal prohibition operates within
social environments where economic pressures, cultural expectations, and
institutional practices influence outcomes. The gap between legal norms and social
realities illustrates the distinction between law in books and law in action, a
fundamental concern in sociolegal scholarship (Pound 1910; Cotterrell 1992).

One of the most significant implementation challenges concerns the
mechanism of marriage dispensation. Indonesian law provides judicial exceptions
allowing individuals below the minimum marriage age to seek permission from
religious courts under certain circumstances. While the mechanism is intended as
a limited exception, research indicates that marriage dispensation has become an
important pathway through which child marriages continue to occur. Courts often
face complex decisions involving competing considerations, including child
protection principles, family requests, pregnancy concerns, and social pressures
(Butt and Lindsey 2018; Nugraha and Rahman 2022).

The existence of marriage dispensation reflects a broader tension within legal
governance: the balance between protecting children and responding to social
realities. From one perspective, judicial discretion provides flexibility by allowing
courts to consider exceptional circumstances. From another perspective, excessive
reliance on exceptions may weaken the preventive purpose of minimum-age
regulation. Sociolegal analysis suggests that legal exceptions can become
problematic when they reproduce the very practices that reform efforts seek to
eliminate (Merry 2006; Sandefur 2008). Therefore, effective implementation
requires clear judicial standards that prioritize children’s rights while ensuring that
exceptions remain genuinely limited.

Institutional capacity at the local level also affects policy effectiveness. Rural
communities often experience challenges related to limited access to legal services,
insufficient public awareness, and uneven coordination among government
agencies. Local officials, educators, and community organizations play critical
roles in identifying risks, providing information, and supporting prevention
programs. However, differences in institutional resources across regions create
variations in policy implementation. Studies on decentralization in Indonesia
demonstrate that local governance capacity significantly influences the
effectiveness of national policy objectives (Aspinall and Fealy 2003; Hadiz 2010).
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Another challenge involves limited legal awareness among communities.
Many families may not fully understand the long-term consequences of child
marriage or the protective objectives underlying legal reforms. Legal norms are
more likely to be accepted when communities understand their purpose and
perceive them as consistent with social values. This highlights the importance of
legal literacy programs that explain child protection principles through culturally
appropriate approaches. Sociolegal research emphasizes that law gains legitimacy
when individuals recognize it as meaningful and relevant to their everyday lives
(Ewick and Silbey 1998).

The implementation of prevention policies also requires attention to the role
of education systems. Schools represent important institutional spaces for
identifying children at risk of early marriage and promoting awareness regarding
rights and future opportunities. However, educational institutions in rural areas
may face challenges including limited resources, early school dropout, and
insufficient capacity to provide gender-sensitive support. Research consistently
demonstrates that keeping girls in school is among the most effective strategies for
delaying marriage, improving economic prospects, and increasing decision-making
autonomy (Psaki et al. 2021; Baird et al. 2019).

Economic conditions further complicate legal enforcement. Families
experiencing poverty may continue to perceive marriage as an economically
rational choice despite legal restrictions. Therefore, enforcement strategies that
ignore economic realities may have limited effectiveness. Child marriage
prevention requires integration with poverty reduction, social protection, and
women’s economic empowerment programs. Development studies emphasize that
expanding capabilities and opportunities is essential for enabling individuals to
make meaningful life choices (Sen 1999).

Overall, the implementation challenges demonstrate that child marriage
prevention cannot rely exclusively on legal prohibition. While legal reform
provides an essential normative foundation, sustainable prevention requires
institutional coordination, community engagement, education, and economic
transformation. A sociolegal approach reveals that effective child protection
emerges when law interacts constructively with social change processes rather than
functioning as an isolated regulatory mechanism.

IV. COMMUNITY RESPONSES AND THE LIMITS OF
LEGAL FORMALISM

The persistence of child marriage in rural Indonesia demonstrates the limitations
of legal formalism as the primary approach to social change. Although legal
reforms establish important standards for child protection, communities do not
interact with law as passive recipients of state commands. Instead, individuals and
social groups interpret, negotiate, and sometimes modify legal norms according to
existing cultural values, religious understandings, and socioeconomic
circumstances. A sociolegal perspective highlights that the effectiveness of child
marriage prevention policies depends on the relationship between formal legal
institutions and community-based processes of meaning-making (Ewick and
Silbey 1998; Merry 2006). Therefore, understanding community responses is
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essential for explaining why legal reforms may produce different outcomes across
rural contexts.

4.1 Cultural and Religious Negotiation

Cultural and religious values significantly influence how rural communities
understand marriage, childhood, and family responsibility. In many communities,
marriage is not viewed merely as a private decision between individuals but as a
social institution involving families, kinship networks, and broader community
expectations. As a result, efforts to prevent child marriage may encounter
resistance when they are perceived as challenging established social arrangements
or moral expectations. Research on social norms demonstrates that practices such
as child marriage often persist because they are supported by collective
expectations, where individuals and families fear social consequences if they
deviate from accepted behaviors (Bicchieri 2017; Cislaghi and Heise 2018).

In rural Indonesia, cultural acceptance of early marriage is frequently
associated with ideas concerning family honor, protection of daughters, and social
responsibility. Some families may believe that marriage provides security for girls
by placing them within socially recognized family structures. These perceptions
illustrate that child marriage may be understood locally as a protective practice
rather than as a violation of children’s rights. Sociolegal analysis requires attention
to these local interpretations because legal interventions that ignore community
meanings may encounter limited acceptance or unintended consequences (Merry
2000).

Religious discourse represents another important dimension of community
negotiation. Indonesia’s religious diversity means that interpretations of marriage
practices vary significantly among communities. Religious leaders often hold
considerable influence in shaping public attitudes, particularly in rural areas where
religious institutions function as important sources of moral guidance and social
authority. Research indicates that religious actors can play either a reinforcing or
transformative role in relation to gender norms and child marriage practices
depending on how religious principles are interpreted and communicated (Marshall
and Taylor 2015; Yount et al. 2016).

The involvement of religious leaders is therefore essential for developing
culturally legitimate prevention strategies. Rather than positioning child marriage
prevention as a conflict between state law and religious values, policymakers
increasingly recognize the importance of engaging religious authorities in
promoting interpretations that support child protection and girls’ development.
Studies from various Muslim-majority contexts demonstrate that collaboration
with religious institutions can strengthen policy legitimacy when reform efforts are
framed through shared values such as child welfare, education, and social
responsibility (Moghadam 2019; Marshall and Taylor 2015).

However, engagement with religious and cultural institutions must also
consider internal diversity within communities. Communities are not homogeneous
entities; they contain different perspectives based on gender, generation, education
level, and social position. Young people, particularly girls, may experience child
marriage differently from parents or community leaders because they bear direct
consequences related to education, health, and personal autonomy. Therefore,
participatory approaches should ensure that children and adolescents are
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recognized as rights holders rather than merely subjects of protection policies
(Lansdown 2011).

The negotiation between state law and community norms demonstrates the
importance of legal translation. Legal norms introduced through national
legislation must be interpreted and adapted within local contexts to become socially
meaningful. Merry (2006) argues that human rights principles often undergo
processes of localization in which universal concepts are transformed through
interaction with existing cultural frameworks. In the case of child marriage
prevention, this means that legal protection becomes more effective when
communities understand delayed marriage not as an external restriction but as a
pathway toward children’s welfare and future opportunities.

Community-based organizations also contribute significantly to changing
perceptions of child marriage. Local women’s groups, youth organizations,
educational institutions, and civil society organizations often serve as
intermediaries between national policies and community realities. These
organizations help translate legal principles into practical programs, provide
counseling, and create spaces where families and young people can discuss
alternatives to early marriage. Such intermediary roles demonstrate that social
change often occurs through networks of actors rather than through government
regulation alone (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Epp 1998).

4.2 Education, Economic Empowerment, and Gender Transformation

While legal reform establishes protective standards, long-term prevention of
child marriage requires addressing the structural conditions that make early
marriage appear necessary or desirable. Education and economic empowerment are
among the most important mechanisms for transforming the social environment in
which marriage decisions are made. Research consistently demonstrates that girls’
education is strongly associated with delayed marriage, improved health outcomes,
and increased participation in economic and social life (Psaki et al. 2021; Wodon
etal. 2017).

Education functions not only as a means of acquiring knowledge but also as
a mechanism for expanding girls’ capabilities and autonomy. Continued education
provides girls with greater awareness of their rights, stronger decision-making
skills, and improved future employment opportunities. Sen’s capability approach
emphasizes that development should be understood as expanding individuals’
substantive freedoms and opportunities to pursue lives they value (Sen 1999). From
this perspective, preventing child marriage requires creating conditions that enable
girls to exercise meaningful choices rather than simply prohibiting early marriage.

However, educational access alone is insufficient when families face
economic pressures that encourage early marriage. In many rural communities,
household poverty influences decisions regarding education because schooling
requires financial resources and may be perceived as reducing children’s
contribution to household labor. Under such conditions, marriage may become
viewed as an economically rational strategy, even when it produces long-term
disadvantages for girls. Research shows that poverty reduction and social
protection programs are therefore essential components of child marriage
prevention strategies (Wodon et al. 2017; Marphatia et al. 2017).
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Economic empowerment programs targeting families and adolescent girls can
reduce vulnerability by expanding alternative pathways beyond early marriage.
Skills training, livelihood programs, scholarships, and financial assistance can alter
household calculations regarding marriage timing. When families perceive that
daughters have realistic opportunities through education and employment, the
perceived economic benefits of early marriage may decline. This demonstrates that
effective child marriage prevention requires interventions addressing both social
norms and material conditions.

Gender transformation represents another crucial dimension of sustainable
prevention. Child marriage is not only a consequence of poverty or cultural
traditions but also a reflection of unequal gender relations that restrict girls’
autonomy. Gender norms that associate female identity primarily with marriage
and motherhood can limit educational aspirations and reinforce expectations of
early marriage. Therefore, prevention strategies must engage with boys, men,
families, and communities to challenge gender stereotypes and promote more
equitable relationships (Raj 2010; John et al. 2019).

Community empowerment approaches are particularly important in rural
contexts because sustainable social change requires local ownership. Programs
imposed without community participation may generate resistance or limited
engagement. In contrast, initiatives involving local leaders, educators, families, and
young people are more likely to produce lasting changes because they connect legal
objectives with community priorities. Participatory governance research
emphasizes that social policies become more effective when affected communities
are involved in designing and implementing interventions (Ansell and Gash 2008).

The combination of education, economic empowerment, and gender
transformation illustrates the limits of relying solely on legal enforcement. Law can
establish boundaries and express social commitments, but lasting behavioral
change requires transformation of the conditions and beliefs that sustain existing
practices. A sociolegal approach therefore views child marriage prevention as a
process of institutional and cultural change in which legal reform, community
engagement, and social development strategies reinforce one another.

Ultimately, community responses demonstrate that child marriage prevention
is a negotiated process rather than a simple implementation of legal rules. Rural
communities interpret prevention policies through existing cultural, religious, and
economic frameworks. Effective strategies must therefore combine legal protection
with approaches that build trust, strengthen community capacity, and expand
opportunities for children, particularly girls. The following section develops a
sociolegal framework for sustainable child marriage prevention by integrating legal
reform, institutional capacity, and community-based transformation.

V. TOWARD A SOCIOLEGAL FRAMEWORK FOR
SUSTAINABLE CHILD MARRIAGE PREVENTION

The analysis of child marriage prevention policies in rural Indonesia demonstrates
that legal reform, while essential, cannot independently eliminate a practice deeply
embedded within social, economic, and cultural structures. The persistence of child
marriage after regulatory changes indicates that the effectiveness of law depends
on the conditions through which legal norms are interpreted, implemented, and
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accepted within communities. A sociolegal perspective therefore requires moving
beyond a purely regulatory approach toward a framework that explains how legal
institutions and social transformation processes interact in producing sustainable
child protection outcomes.

This article proposes a Community-Based Child Protection Governance
Framework as an analytical model for understanding and strengthening child
marriage prevention in rural Indonesia. The framework is based on the assumption
that sustainable prevention emerges from the interaction of six interconnected
dimensions: (1) legal reform, (2) institutional implementation, (3) community
legitimacy, (4) gender norm transformation, (5) educational and economic
empowerment, and (6) sustainable child protection outcomes. These dimensions
illustrate that child marriage prevention is not a linear process driven solely by legal
prohibition but a dynamic governance process involving multiple actors and social
institutions.

The first dimension, legal reform, represents the normative foundation of
child marriage prevention. Changes in marriage age regulation and child protection
legislation establish state commitments to protecting children from harmful
practices. Legal reform is important because it provides formal recognition that
children possess rights requiring special protection and that marriage decisions
involving minors require public intervention. However, sociolegal analysis
demonstrates that legal norms achieve transformative potential only when they
become embedded within institutional practices and social consciousness (Merry
2006; Cotterrell 1992). Therefore, legal reform should be understood as the
beginning of social transformation rather than its final outcome.

The second dimension concerns institutional implementation. Effective child
marriage prevention requires coordinated action among courts, government
agencies, schools, healthcare providers, social services, and community
organizations. Institutions serve as intermediaries that translate legal principles into
practical interventions. For example, courts influence how marriage dispensation
requests are evaluated, schools identify children at risk of dropping out, and local
governments implement prevention programs. The quality of these institutional
responses determines whether legal protections become meaningful in everyday
life. As sociolegal scholars argue, the effectiveness of law depends significantly on
organizational capacity and the behavior of legal actors responsible for
implementation (Bedner 2010; Banakar and Travers 2005).

The third dimension involves community legitimacy. Legal policies are more
effective when communities perceive them as legitimate and compatible with
social values. Child marriage prevention requires engagement with families,
religious leaders, community organizations, and local authorities because these
actors shape social expectations regarding marriage and childhood. Community
legitimacy does not mean that legal standards should simply conform to existing
practices; rather, it requires processes through which communities understand,
negotiate, and eventually support child protection principles. This reflects the
sociolegal understanding that law operates through social acceptance and
interpretation rather than through coercion alone (Ewick and Silbey 1998).

The fourth dimension focuses on gender norm transformation. Child marriage
is sustained by social expectations that define girls primarily through marriage,
motherhood, and domestic responsibilities. Therefore, prevention requires
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challenging gender inequalities that restrict girls’ opportunities and decision-
making power. Gender transformation involves promoting more equitable
understandings of childhood, education, employment, and participation in social
life. Research demonstrates that interventions addressing gender norms are more
effective when they involve not only girls but also boys, parents, community
leaders, and institutions that reproduce gender expectations (John et al. 2019; Raj
2010).

The fifth dimension emphasizes educational and economic empowerment.
Education and economic opportunities provide girls and families with alternatives
to early marriage. The capability approach highlights that individuals require real
opportunities and resources to exercise meaningful choices (Sen 1999). In rural
communities, expanding access to secondary education, scholarships, vocational
training, and livelihood programs can reduce economic pressures that encourage
early marriage. Empowerment strategies therefore complement legal protection by
addressing the structural conditions that influence marriage decisions.

The sixth dimension concerns sustainable child protection outcomes. The
ultimate objective of prevention policies is not merely reducing marriage statistics
but creating social environments where children can develop safely and exercise
their rights. Sustainable outcomes require continuous collaboration among state
institutions, communities, and civil society organizations. Child protection should
therefore be understood as an ongoing governance process rather than a temporary
policy intervention. This perspective aligns with broader child rights scholarship
emphasizing that protection requires supportive social systems, not only legal
safeguards (Lansdown 2011).

The relationship between these dimensions can be illustrated through the
following framework:

Legal Reform
!
Institutional Implementation
!
Community Legitimacy
!

Gender Norm Transformation

l

Educational & Economic Empowerment
Sustainable Child Protection Outcomes

The framework demonstrates that child marriage prevention operates through
a cycle of legal, institutional, and social transformation. Legal reform provides
normative direction, but institutions must translate legal commitments into
accessible services and protections. Communities must then recognize and support
these changes, while broader gender and socioeconomic transformations create
conditions that enable children—particularly girls—to pursue alternative life
pathways.

This framework contributes to sociolegal scholarship by challenging
approaches that evaluate child marriage prevention primarily through legislative
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effectiveness or enforcement capacity. Instead, it emphasizes that law functions
within complex social environments where norms, institutions, and power relations
influence outcomes. Similar approaches in sociolegal research demonstrate that
social problems cannot be effectively addressed through legal regulation without
considering the social contexts that shape behavior (Merry 2006; Ewick and Silbey
1998). The framework also contributes to policy discussions on child protection in
developing societies. Many prevention programs have historically focused on
awareness campaigns or legal prohibition, yet evidence suggests that sustainable
change requires integrated strategies combining law, education, economic support,
and community participation. A governance-based approach recognizes that
government agencies alone cannot eliminate child marriage; effective prevention
requires partnerships among multiple actors who influence children’s lives.

For Indonesia, the Community-Based Child Protection Governance
Framework provides a pathway for strengthening rural child marriage prevention
policies. It suggests that policymakers should move beyond enforcement-oriented
approaches toward strategies that build community ownership, improve
institutional responsiveness, and expand opportunities for girls. Such an approach
does not weaken the role of law but enhances its effectiveness by embedding legal
protection within broader processes of social empowerment. Preventing child
marriage requires transforming the relationship between law and society. Legal
rules establish important boundaries, but sustainable protection emerges when
communities, institutions, and individuals recognize children’s rights as
fundamental social values. A sociolegal framework therefore provides a more
comprehensive understanding of child marriage prevention by demonstrating that
legal change and social transformation must operate together to achieve meaningful
and lasting outcomes.

VI. CONCLUSION

This study demonstrates that child marriage prevention in rural Indonesia cannot
be understood solely through the lens of legal prohibition or regulatory reform.
Although the reform of marriage age legislation represents an important
advancement in strengthening child protection and gender equality, the persistence
of child marriage indicates that legal transformation alone is insufficient to alter
practices embedded within social, cultural, and economic structures. The findings
reveal that child marriage continues to be influenced by multiple factors, including
poverty, limited educational opportunities, gender inequality, community
expectations, and institutional constraints. A sociolegal perspective highlights that
the effectiveness of child marriage prevention policies depends on the interaction
between formal legal norms and the social environments in which those norms are
interpreted and implemented. Therefore, sustainable prevention requires strategies
that address both the legal framework and the underlying conditions that reproduce
early marriage practices.

This article contributes to sociolegal scholarship by proposing the
Community-Based Child Protection Governance Framework, which
conceptualizes child marriage prevention as a multidimensional process involving
legal reform, institutional implementation, community legitimacy, gender norm
transformation, and educational and economic empowerment. The framework
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demonstrates that law functions most effectively when it is supported by social
acceptance, institutional capacity, and meaningful community participation. Rather
than viewing communities as obstacles to legal reform, this approach recognizes
them as essential partners in transforming social norms and strengthening child
protection. By integrating sociolegal analysis with gender justice and community
governance perspectives, this study expands understanding of child marriage
prevention beyond compliance with legal rules toward broader processes of social
change.

The findings have important implications for policy development in Indonesia
and other societies facing similar challenges. Strengthening child marriage
prevention requires integrated approaches that combine effective legal enforcement
with community-based education, economic empowerment, gender-sensitive
programs, and collaboration among government institutions, religious leaders,
schools, and civil society organizations. Future research should further examine
regional variations in implementation and explore how local actors negotiate child
protection policies within diverse cultural and institutional contexts. Ultimately,
reducing child marriage requires transforming the social conditions that limit
children’s opportunities while ensuring that legal protections are supported by
inclusive governance structures. A sustainable child protection system can only be
achieved when law and society work together to create environments where
children, particularly girls, can exercise their rights and pursue meaningful life
choices.
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